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!XIX, Remarks upon a Pajage in Caftil- 

lioness Life of Sir jsaac newton. By 

John Winthrop, jLjL. jD. Hollifian Pro- 

fejfor of Mathematics^ at Cambridge, in 

New England 



Redde, Jan. nT** HERE is a paflagc in cas- 
io, 1774. J^ TiLLioNE^s life of Sir isaac 
NEWTON, prefixed to his edition of the opus- 
CULA, in three volumes 4to. published at Lau- 
fanne and Geneva in 1744, which appears to 
me a palpable miftake; and tends to place 
Sir ISAAC NEWTON in an inferior light to 
DES CARTES, in the eyes of foreigners. It is this^ 
p, xxxii: *' Ssepiiis fe reprehendebat [neutonus] 
** quod res mere geometricas algebraici^ rationihus 
*« traftaviflet, & quod libro fuo de AlgebrS AritiH 
** metier Univerfalis titulum pofuiflet, melius af- 
** ferens cartesium fuum de re eadem volumen 
** dixiffe Geometriam^ ut fie oftenderet h^s com- 
** putationes fiibfidia tantiim efle Georaetris ad 
<* inveniendum/* The authority he quotes for 
this is Dr, pemberton, in the preface to his 
View of Sir isaac newton's P>6//<?/i^^jj^; but I 
will venture to fay, he has mifinterpreted his 
Author. fi[e reprefents Dr. pemberton as fay- 
ing i ift, That Sir isaac newton often cen- 
Voi^.LXIV. X fured 
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fured himfelf iot handling geometrical fubjefts by 
algebraic calculations : 2dly, That another thing 
he often cenfured himfelf for, was, his having 
called his book of Algebra by the name of 
Univerfal Arithmetic : 3dTy, That he commended 
BES CARTES, as having done better, in giving the 
title oiGeometry to his treatife on the fame fubjeft. — 
The two laft particulars, certainly, and I think 
the firft alfo, have no foundation in th^ account 
Dr. PEMBERTON has given of this matter. His 
words are : '' I have often heard him [Sir isaac] 
<< cenfure the handling geometrical fubjefts by al- 
♦^ gebraic calculations; and his book of Algebra 
«« he called by the name of Univerfal Arithmetic, 
^« in oppofition to the injudicious title of Geome- 
^* try, which des cartes had given to the trea? 
*^ tife, wherein he {hews, how the geometer may 
•< affift his invention by fuch kind of computa* 
*« tions/* — Dr. pemberton's expreffion does not 
at all imply, that Sir isaac newton cenfured 
himfelf for handling geometrical fubjeftj^ by alge- 
braic calculations : the only idea it fuggefts, is^ 
that he cenfured that way in general, and thofe 
who praftifed it, and that he had his eye particu- 
larly upon DESCARTES; — and, far from intima- 
ting, that he had inconfiderately called his book 
of Algebra by the name of Univerfal Arithmetic^ 
and afterwards cenfured himfelf for doing fo, and 
wiflied that he had rather called it Geometry:^ as 
DEs CARTES did his ; it direftly affirms, on the 
contrary, that by exprefs defign and choice, he 
called il Arithmetic^ in oppofition to des cartbs's 
injudicious title of Geometry. 

It 
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It is true, indeed, that in a following paflage^ 
Dr. PEMBERTON fays, ** of their [the antients] taftc 
*' and form of demonftration, Sir isaac always 
*< profefied himfelf a great admirer: I have heard 
*^ him even cenfure himfelf for not following them 
^^ yet more clofely than he did; and fpeak with 
*< regret of his miftake, at the begioning of 
*^ his mathematical ftudies, in applying himfelf 
^* to the works of des cartes, and other alge- 
** braic writers, before he had confidered the ele- 
*< ments of euclid with that attention, which 
<* fo excellent a writer deferves." — But the mode 
of expreflion here ufed, is fo different from the 
foregoing, that there can be no doubt, but that 
it was intended to convey a different meaning* 
And if, in the cenfure firft mentioned, viz. ^yfot 
* * handling geometrical fubjeSis by algebraic cal^ 
^' culationsy* Dr. pemberton had underftood 
that Sir isaac meant to include himfelf this 
laft pafTage vvould have been a mere tauto- 
logy. But this laft ftrongly implies, on the con- 
trary, that Sir ISAAC had, in general, endeavoured 
to follow clofely the antient geometrical form of de- 
monftration, in preference to that by algebraic cal- 
culation ; which is of modern invention. 

There is a remarkable inftahce of the attention 
he paid to the diftind:ion between thefe methods, 
and of the preference he gave to the former, in his 
great work of the Principia. Having in Lemma 
XIX. and its Corollaries, given a concife and ele- 
gant folution of a noted geometric Problem, he 
fubjoins: *' Atque ita problematis vetcrum de qua« 

X 2 *^ tuor 
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♦« tuor linels ab euclide incepti, & ab apollo- 
** Nio continuatl, non calculus, fed compqfitia giecH 
" mctrica, qualem vetercs quaerebarit, in hoc co- 
*' roUario exhrbetun^ That the w^rds, ** n^ cdf- 
^^ cuius fed campofitio geometrica^'^ refer to des 
CARTEsV prolix, algebraic folution of this Pro- 
blem, in his Geometry, p. 25—34, will, I believe, 
be readily granted by every one, that is acquainted 
with Sir isaac newton's^^ writings. 

Upon the whole, I humbly conceive, that Dr. 
pemberton'^ meaning, in the former paflage, 
might have been better expreffed in Latin, as 
follows: ** Saepius eos reprehendebat, qui res merd 
*^' geometricas algebraicis rationibus tra^taviflent ; 
*^ et libro fuo de Algebra Arithmetics Univerfalis 
*< titulum ponebat, aflerens cartesium funm de 
^ re eadem volumen infcit^ dixiffe Geometriam, 
♦* in quo oftendit, quomodo hae computationes fub- 
^ fidia efle poffunt geometris ad inveniendum/* 

Which of thefe tranflations does moft juftly ex- 
prefs the kn(Q of the original, may, I fuppofe, 
be fafely left to the judgement of every perfon 
that underftands both the languages* 

I would only add, that this miftake of CA&- 
tillione, muft have been owing, either to ii>. 
advertence, or to his not being perfectly acquainted 
with the Engli(h language *, as he elfewhere ap- 
pears to have had the higheft veneration for Sir 

ISAAC NEWTON. 

This miftake may, to fome, appear trivial 1 but, 
in my apprehenfion, every circumftance, relative 
to fa illuftrious a charafter as that of Sir isaac 

NEWTON* 
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NEWTON, derives importance from it; and ought 
to be marked with great exadlnefs. 

The foregoing remarks are, with all deference, 
fubmitted to the judgement of the royal so- 
ciety, by 



Their mofl obedient. 



humble Servant, 



Cambridge, New England, 
March 4, 1773. 



JOHN WINTHROP. 



XX. M. 



